Higher levels of discourse processing evoke patterns of cognition and brain activation that extend beyond the literal comprehension of sentences. We used fMRI to examine brain activation patterns while 16 healthy participants read brief three-sentence stories that concluded with either a literal, metaphoric, or ironic sentence. The fMRI images acquired during the reading of the critical sentence revealed a selective response of the brain to the two types of nonliteral utterances. Metaphoric utterances resulted in significantly higher levels of activation in the left inferior frontal gyrus and in bilateral inferior temporal cortex than the literal and ironic utterances. Ironic statements resulted in significantly higher activation levels than literal statements in the right superior and middle temporal gyri, with metaphoric statements resulting in intermediate levels in these regions. The findings show differential hemispheric sensitivity to these aspects of figurative language, and are relevant to models of the functional cortical architecture of language processing in connected discourse.
Introduction
Scholars of language pragmatics and discourse have long been interested in the manner in which people understand the meanings of utterances that are not intended literally but rather figuratively. For example, Gibbs (1994) makes an eloquent argument that irony is a common form of thought (and not just language) because it is a method for juxtaposing one's expectations with the realities of life, and treating the discrepancy with some general approach to life, such as humor or bitterness or knowingness. Irony is one of the lenses through which we see the world, and through which we describe the world to others. Similarly, metaphor is a way of understanding one concept in terms of another, transferring knowledge from one domain to another, in ourselves and in those with whom we communicate. The comprehension of both irony and metaphor requires non-literal interpretation that extends beyond first-order lexical and syntactic processing. For example, irony and metaphor * Corresponding author. Tel.: +972 4 824 9668; fax: +972 4 824 0966.
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both require that the comprehender know something about the speaker's beliefs and intentions and use that knowledge in generating the non-literal interpretation.
In the last decades, studies of the functional architecture of linguistic abilities in the brain have examined the relative abilities of the two cerebral hemispheres, and have revealed that although the left hemisphere (LH) is dominant for the majority of language functions, the right hemisphere (RH) is involved in the processes of narrative construction (e.g. Gernsbacher & Robertson, 1999) and discourse representation (e.g. Kuperberg et al., 2000; Long & Baynes, 2002) . The involvement of the RH in the processing of verbal irony (e.g. McDonald, 2000) , conventional and novel metaphors (e.g. Rapp, Leube, Erb, Grodd, & Kircher, 2004; Sotillo et al., 2005) , and predictive and coherence inferences (Beeman, Bowden, & Gernsbacher, 2000) have been examined. The present study examined patterns of activation levels as measured by fMRI in the brain while participants were reading utterances that differed in their discourse value: literal, conventional metaphors, and irony. The empirical question under investigation here has two parts: first, does the processing of literal and nonliteral statements result in activation of the same brain areas? Second, will the distribution of activation be the
